This book has attempted to explore the links between celebrities and the political sphere through an analysis of the reciprocal flow of contents, meanings, and practices between entertainment industries and politics. Why are celebrities recruited as candidates, and since when? How is fame, acquired through media exposure, converted into electoral and political power? How does the local political system and culture affect that transition? What is the impact of celebrity candidates in the political system? In the face of many abstract claims about celebrity culture and celebrity power, this book set out to answer these questions through the analysis of the specific historical and cultural context of celebrity politics across different geopolitical and cultural spaces.
Media personalities are elected because of what they mean to their audiences through their multifarious performances in various media genres. That meaning is constructed through the genres celebrities have dabbled in during their careers. Genres, among other things, are cognitive devices that help us to process and categorize new information according to past experiences; and celebrities who are identified with certain particular genres fulfil a similar function. There is a homology between the choices available for consumption in the field of culture, and the information and assurances available to citizens in their political choices. Electoral democracy contains a high degree of uncertainty, and we are exposed to far more information and data than we can ever process. Political p arties have performed in the past and still perform a similar function to that of genre conventions in the field of cultural production and consumption. Both genres and political parties stabilize our horizon of expectations for the future, as well as channel and shape our interpretations of the present.
The relation between genres and the stars associated with them is not fixed, depending on the genre's life cycle and the status achieved by their main stars. There seems to be a similar relationship between politicians and their political party/affiliation. Much like stars, prominent politicians often carry with them a whole set of meanings and identifications that transcend the scope of their original recipient formats, be they a political party or a film or a music genre. In both cases, such identification is not instantaneous, but rather the result of a sustained career in their respective spheres.
Alongside the textual reading of genres, there is also a contextual meaning associated with genres, which celebrities who have moved into politics 'inherit' from their previous careers. Celebrities are hierarchically structured according to the prestige of the genres with which they are associated within the fields of cultural production and consumption. While this may not be a fail-safe rule -indeed, some media stars have changed the way their genres had been perceived and evaluated by both audiences and critics -it is safe to claim that that this structuring structure does affect the chances of celebrities from less prestigious genres who aspire to higher positions in the political sphere. Yair Lapid's career shift from TV talk-show host to a prime-time news anchor position, just before moving to a central position in Israeli politics, and, conversely, the confinement of low-status Brazilian celebrities to peripheral legislative posts, seem to follow this logic.
However, the relative prestige of different genres and the status of the celebrities associated with them vary across different world markets and at particular historical times, which is another driving factor in the transition of celebrities to politics. For instance, the prestige and influence of the salsa music genre in Panama are much greater than in the United States, a fact that explains partially Rubén Blades' significance in Panamanian politics in comparison to Willie Colón's poor performance in American politics. The status of action film stars in the 1980s differs from that of action stars of the next decade, when the genre lost some of its popularity, which partially explains why Arnold Schwarzenegger became Governor of California whereas Steven Seagal is still speculating about running for Governor of Arizona.
